Neck pain: common complaint, uncommon diagnosis--symptomatic clival chordoma.
Patients presenting with neck complaints, such as pain or stiffness, are not uncommon in the Emergency Department. Complaints of neck instability, however, are unusual. We report the case of a 30-year-old woman who presented with multiple neck complaints that included having a "wobbly" sensation of her neck on flexion, feeling as if it were unstable. Our patient indeed had atlanto-occipital instability secondary to a locally destructive tumor of the cranial base, known as a clival chordoma. Chordomas are rare and unique bony tumors that arise along the neural axis and are thought to originate from the nucleus pulposus. The tumors are slow growing; locally invasive; and cause a variety of neurologic, musculoskeletal, cranial, and neck complaints. We describe this unique case and its presentations in an attempt to increase the sensitivity of physicians in early detection of this rare and lethal tumor.